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Middle Peninsula Region Watercraft Taxation
Introduction
The Marine Business and Coastal Development Program, Sea Grant Marine Advisory Services at
the Virginia Institute of Marine Science, (VIMS) has completed a characterization of the
personal property taxing methodologies currently used by Middle Peninsula localities. In
conjunction with the Middle Peninsula Planning District Commission's (MPPDC) Coastal
Technical Assistance Program, the investigation details the following information:
1. Documentation of the watercraft taxing methodology currently used in the MPPDC
counties of Gloucester, Mathews, Middlesex, King and Queen, King William, and Essex
County.
2. A comparison of resulting taxes assessed by each of the MPPDC localities on some
"standardized" boats.
3. A summary of the number of boats registered in the MPPDC. An estimate of the number
of taxable boats that are registered in Gloucester, Mathews, Middlesex, King and Queen,
King William, and Essex counties is compiled.
4. Trends in the registration of boats within the region and in neighboring localities (York,
James City, New Kent, Richmond and Lancaster).
5. An absentee owner evaluation of the primary factors that determine one' s decision of
where to berth or store a recreational boat.
6. Local government reliance on watercraft personal property tax revenue.

Methods and Findings
VIMS conducted primary and secondary data collection and analysis for the project. The
primary data collection included a mail survey of registered boat owners located both inside and
outside the region. The survey included information on factors impacting decisions to locate
individual watercraft and identify potential impacts of property tax incidence on the location
decision.

Taxing Methodologies in the MPPDC Counties

1.

The comparison of personal property tax rates began with the collection of information from
each of the MPPDC's county governments as to their specific policy for estimating personal
property tax rates on watercraft. Table 1 summarizes the relative methods of assessment in terms
of valuation and personal property tax rates in the MPPDC counties.

Table 1
MPPDC Counties Watercraft Personal Property Tax Assessment Methods
County

2.

Assessment Ratio

Method Of Determining Assessed Value

Gloucester

$3.50/$100

40% of High Wholesale Value (NADA 1)

Mathews

$2.14/$100

Lowest Value of Average Trade-in

Middlesex

$3.50/$100

Low Retail Value - 20% x .35 (BUC)2

King& Queen

$3.94/$100

Lowest Value (NADA)

King William

$3.55/$100

Lowest Value (ABOS 3)

Essex

$3.50/$100

Lowest Value x .50 (BUC)

Comparison of Various Taxes Assessed by Middle Peninsula Localities on
"Standardized" Boats

As is apparent after reviewing the various methods of valuation and relative assessment ratios,
significant differences exist within the MPPDC. In order to further clarify the comparative
taxation on watercraft, a brief survey was sent to each of the MPPDC local county revenue or
taxation authorities to develop actual tax rates on five types of common watercraft found within
the Middle Peninsula. 4 The survey asked the responsible tax or revenue agent to complete the
tax estimates for the six examples and return the form to the authors.
1

.A.D.A. Marine Appraisal Guide-The Marine Guide for the

ational Automobile Dealers Association.

2

BUC List "Bucboat-Used Boat Price Guides."

3

ABOS Marine Blue Book. Reference on watercraft original list prices and used evaluation prices.

4

See Attached survey.

2

Specifically each county was surveyed to ascertain, based upon its particular methodology, what
the relative tax burden is currently upon:
17-Foot Boston Whaler
24-Foot Well Craft Pleasure Craft
30-Foot Commercial Workboat- Locally Built Dead rise
30-Foot Bertram
35-Foot Recreational Sail Boat
51-Foot Hatteras 50 Convertible

Year 2000
Year 2000
Year 1985
Year 1995
Year 1980
Year 1995

Table 2 below summarizes the findings and compares the actual differences in relative taxation
on boats that fairly represents the situation in the respective counties at the time of this report.
Table 2
MPPDC Counties Watercraft Personal Property Tax Assessed Valuations
And Property Tax Due ($ Assessed) - May 2001
County

17'Boston
Whaler

24'Well
Craft

30' Workboat

35' Sailboat

30' Bertram

Gloucester

$2,4201 $85

$8,5201$298

$9001$32

$13,4401$1 34

$63,8301$638

Mathews

$7,6301$163

$ 13,4051$287

NIA5

$16, 1001$345

$89,7751$1,921

Middlesex

$2,8561$100

$5 ,0681$177

$2,1001$74

$6,7761$237

$34,1601$1 ,1 96

$4,4001$173

$15 ,4601$609

$2,5001$98

$20,9001$823

$104,65014,123

King
William

$2,8901$ 103

$13,9001$493

$62,2001$2,208

s22,450n97

$ I 08,8501$3 ,864

Essex

$8,5001$298

$8,1001$284

NIA6

IA

$604

$467

King&

Queen

Average Tax J

$154

$358

I

51 Hatteras
$731 ,0001 $3 ,655

$504,6501$19,883

NIA

S2,348

Additionally, municipalities have refined the property taxation of watercraft in individual boat
categories. For example, Gloucester County stratifies the boats as to Coast Guard documentation
(boats under 5 net tons and boats of 5 net tons or over). That county assesses the smaller craft at
40% of the NADA High Retail at a rate of $3.50 per $100 of assessed valued. The larger vessels
are assessed at 50% of the NADA Average Retail value at a rate of $1.00 per $100 of assessed
value. Also, Gloucester taxes outboard motors individually, assessing them at 40% of the NADA
Average Retail, at $3.50 per $100. Personal watercraft are assessed the same way as outboards.
Depending upon the year it was built, a standard chart assesses commercial workboats, and the
length of the boat determines the cost of the boat per foot.

5

Information from the Mathews County Commissioner of Revenue' s Office indicates that they would need actual
cost or a depreciation schedule to estimate value on workboats.
6

Personal communication with the Commissioner of Revenue reports that the older workboats are valued based on
the taxpayers estimate of fair market value and are unable to complete other examples.
3

Middlesex County reports that its valuation is based upon a sliding scale of boat values.
Currently it is using the BUC Listing as it was felt that the previously used ABOS Book doesn 't
include representative numbers for local boats. Overall, Middlesex assesses boats valued at
$100,000-$150,000 at 30%, boats valued at $50,000-$100,000 at 25%, and boats valued at less
than $50,000 at 20%.

3.

Number of Taxable Boats Registered in the MPPDC and Neighboring
Counties
Table 3
MPPDC Counties Registered Recreational Watercraft By Size - 2001 7
County

Boats Of 25' Or Less In Length

Boats Of 26' Or Greater In Length

Gloucester

3,331

236

Mathews

2,400

260

Middlesex

4,000

808

King &Queen

753

8

King William

1,381

4

40

1,356

7

The information is available on line via the Department of Game and Inland Fisheries Boating registration Data
Base: https://www.vipnet.org/vipnet/dgif/cg:i-bin/pws/boat. The Year 2001 registration information is updated
continually and the registration numbers provided herein were as of May 25, 2001.
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Table 4
MPPDC Counties Registered Commercial Watercraft By Size - 2001 8
Boats Of 26' Or Less In Length

Boats Greater Than 26' In Length

Gloucester

102

17

Mathews

93

14

Middlesex

48

9

King & Queen

6

0

King William

7

0

County

Essex

4

TotalMPPDC
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Table 5
MPPDC's Neighboring Counties Registered 9 Recreational Watercraft
By Length - 2001
County

Boats Under 26'

Boats Of 26' Or Greater

York

2,590

171

James City

1,803

47

New Kent

1,398

23

Richmond

976

12

Lancaster

2,465

Total ~eighboring Counties

.,. ·-· ~·rt
?/

-·

-f

, ~,341

---

-~

I

257

-

-

.,

510

r

-

8

Ibid. Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries. See "Qualifications" section for discussion of boat
numbers.
9

Ibid. Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries
5

4.

Trends in Registration of Boats Within the MPPDC and Neighboring
Counties
Table 6

Recent Trends In Number Of Watercraft Registered By MPPDC And Neighboring
Counties {1977-1997- 2001) 10 And Current Registered Boats Per Capita 11
County

1977

1997

2001

Residents per 12Boat

Gloucester

2,365

4,114

4,086

8.5

Mathews

2,023

3,118

3,086

3.0

Middlesex

3,298

5,414

5,331

1.7

844

785

8.4

694

1,497

1,399

9.4

1,100

1,918

1,735

5.6

9,862

16,905

16,422

5.1

King&
Queen
King William

382

Essex
Total
MPPDC

.

I

Table 7
Recent Trends In Number Of Watercraft Registered By MPPDC's Neighboring
Counties {1977-1997- 2001) 13 And Current Registered Boats Per Capita

I

1997

2001

Residents per Boat

2,652

3,143

3,011

18.7

James City

1,089

2,341

2,121

22.7

New Kent

1,189

1,987

1,745

7.7

Richmond

655

1,145

1,119

7.9

2,354

3,102

3,193

3.6

7,939

11,718

11,189

12.4

137,674

232 936

240,841

29.414

County

1977

York

Lancaster
Total Neighboring Counties
Total Virginia

I

1
I

10

Virginia Deparnnent of Game and Inland Fisheries "Watercraft Registration and Titles by Calendar Year." The
2001 registration information is updated continually and herein for May 25, 2001.
11

Census of Population 2000. Virginia Employment Commission: "Virginia Census 2000."

12

The simple ratio compares number of registered boats at the time of this report with the most recent Census of
Population estimates for 2000.
13

Ibid

irginia Deparnnent of Game and Inland Fisheries.

14

For

irginia as a whole the ratio was 38 residents per boat in 1980.

6

Overall growth in watercraft registered in Virginia between 1977 and the time of this report is
estimated to be 74% compared to the growth within MPPDC counties of 66%. Over the past
four years, the state has continued to see growth in watercraft registrations (3%) compared to a
slight decline (-3%) in the Middle Peninsula. Neighboring counties over the 20-year period
experienced 41 % increase in watercraft registered and, more recently, a 5% decline in
registrations.

5.

Factors Affecting Boat Owners Decision to Locate Berthing or Boat Storage

Anecdotal information has demonstrated individual instances of boat owners moving the primary
dockage location as a result of disparate property taxation among coastal municipalities and
counties. In an attempt to judge how widespread such impacts are and learn more about other
factors that influence boat dockage location decisions, a survey was conducted of coastal boat
owners with boats registered as docked in coastal counties. As a part of the survey owners of
boats docked in the MPPDC were contacted and asked to provide information on their individual
choices of areas to keep their watercraft.
Of the 139 owners of boats measuring 26' or greater returning surveys, 71 % indicated that
property taxes were no influence in their location decision-making. Twenty-nine percent of the
respondents indicated that property taxes were an influence in locating their boats; almost 50%
of those indicated that it was a major influence and the other half said property taxes were of
"some" influence in locating their watercraft.
In order to statistically assess the impacts of property taxes on boat location a change in the tax

rate would be necessary to measure observed behavior, rather than expressed outcomes. No such
change has occurred in the MPPDC region recently that would accommodate such analysis.
There have been other Tidewater municipalities and counties that have significantly changed
personal property tax rates and assessment methods on watercraft. Such a situation provides
some overall inferences about the impacts on boat location, as evidenced by changes in the
numbers of boats registered as docked in the subject locations.
Most recently for example, Prince William County entirely eliminated such personal property
taxes on watercraft "stored" in its jurisdiction in 1997, effective as of January 1998. Anecdotal
reports from marina operators in neighboring Westmoreland County are apparently borne out by
changes in boat registrations as depicted in the graph below.

7

Relative Impacts of Property Tax El imination on Boat
Registrations Among Neighboring Potomac River Counties
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The divergent trends in the numbers of boats registered (located) between the counties are
apparent. The number of registered watercraft increased by 13.5% in Prince William County
between December 1998 and May 2001 while the number of boats declined by 7% in nearby
Westmoreland County, 3% in King George County, and 3% in Stafford County over the same
period. As a point of reference, the overall number of registered watercraft statewide grew by
2% during this time.
Obviously other factors rank in the decision to locate and use recreational watercraft. As a result
of the boaters study, an overall ranking of factors influencing docking decisions is summarized
below.
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Table 8
Primary Reasons For Keeping Boat At Preferred Location
(#1 Being Most Important; #5 Being Least Important)

Boat
Length

Access To
Primary
Residence

Access To
Good
Fishing

Sheltered
Location

Access To
Natural Scenic
Locations

Quality Of Docking
Facility

Under 26 '

1

4

3

5

2

26 ' and Over

1

4

2

5

3

Recreational Boating Needs Versus Capacity

Clearly the greatest number of recreational boats and boaters utilize outboard boats and trailers.
For example, for every recreational boat over 26' in the Middle Peninsula there are 10 such boats
less than 26'. Data provided by the recently completed recreational boating needs assessment
indicated that 57% of the coastal boaters primarily used boats under 26' with trailers that were
kept at their primary residence. On average, these smaller boaters used the boat on 43 one-day
trips per year carrying a party of2-3. The primary activity of Virginia small boaters is fishing;
with "cruising", "entertainment" and "wildlife viewing" following in order of importance while
boating.
All boaters, whether large or small, have some areas where they feel access and infrastructure
capacity is lagging behind demand. For example, the recreational boater needs assessment
investigated boater infrastructure needs; the findings are summarized in the following table.
Table 9
For Areas of Greatest Infrastructure Need What is Needed?(%)
Infrastructure Needed

Under 26'

26' And Over

Transient Slip or Tie-Up Facility

48%

53%

Transient Moorings

30

34

Fuel (Gasoline)

30

36

Fuel (Diesel)

13

22

Utilities (Electricity, water, phone)

26

34

Restrooms

35

44

Sewage Pump-out stations

22

38

Launch Ramp

26

18

Boarding Floats

4

14

Parking

35%

15%

9

Ranking

15

Table 10
of Factors Which May Impact Decision Not To Boat

How Important Is Impact
(Ranked 1 Highest; 7 Least Important Impact)

26' And Over

Not enough transient slips, moorings, tie-ups etc. for boats 26'
or longer

6

Inaccessibility due to shallow water/channel depths

1

7

Not enough information about transient tie-up facility locations
for boats 26 ' and over.

5

4

4

6

Congested Waterways (boat traffic)

7

1

Poor Water Quality for Fishing

2

2

Poor Water Quality for Swimming

3

5

ot enough adequate facilities (fuel, utilities, etc.)

6.

Under 26'

..,

~

Dependence Upon Boat Taxes for Local Government Budgets

Only partial information has been received from the MPPDC counties 16 regarding the amounts of
watercraft taxes received during the most recent year.
Middlesex County

For FY1999 the assessed value for all boats/motors was $24,608,276. The amount of the tax
associated with that value was $861,306 (approximately 14% of the 1994 total tax revenue) 1 .
The revenue department cannot project how much of that tax was collected by the Treasurer.
Reportedly, the county treasurer estimates a collection rate of 86%. Personnel report that the
county "abates more boats than anything else, actually we abate more boats than everything else
combined." When Middlesex deletes a tax bill on a boat it is usually because that boat has been
taxed by another locality.
Gloucester County

The Commissioner of Revenue's office reported that the total dollar amount taxed for 2001 is
£417,086 (approximately 2% of the 1994 total tax revenue). No information has been received
from the Treasurer's office confirming the actual watercraft tax revenues received for the same
period.

15

The numeric rankings may misstate the relative importance among the various factors . Only average numeric
scores are ranked for demonstration and there may not be a significant statistical difference between various factors.
16

At the time of this report information on the actual watercraft assessments or tax revenues had not received from
Essex and King William Counties.
17

An Economic Profile of the Middle Peninsula Planning District, Center for Public Service, University of Virginia,
1997.
10

Mathews County

The Commissioner of Revenue's office reported the assessment for boats and outboard motors in
Mathews County for 2000 resulted in taxes assessed of $377,826 (approximately 7% of 1994
total tax revenue).
King and Queen County

The Commissioner of Revenue reported that a tax amount of $58,191 (approximately 1.7% of
the 1994 total tax revenue) was levied on 866 watercraft with an assessed value of $1,476,940.
There is no information on the actual collection rate.

Qualifications
Recreational Boat Numbering

Chapter 123 of Title 46, United States Code, requires each undocumented vessel equipped with
propulsion machinery to be numbered in the state in which it is principally operated. The law
allows the states and other jurisdictions to create their own numbering systems as long as they
meet or exceed federal requirements. In accordance with CFR 174.123, prior to March 1 of each
year, each state must prepare and submit Coast Guard Form CGHQ-3923, Report of Certificates
of Number Issued to Boats, to the Coast Guard. State figures are derived from reports of the
actual counts of valid boat numbers issued by states and other jurisdictions. Their accuracy is
affected primarily by the compliance of the boat owners with numbering and registration laws.
Numbering estimates are derived from previous year figures for those few jurisdictions who are
unable to provide the numbering data required in form CGHQ-3923. Consequently there is a
gray area with respect to the location of vessels that are documented through the Coast Guard.
Strictly viewed, such vessels need not register with a state for numbering purposes. The Coast
Guard office of documentation becomes the official homeport for the documented vessel and
may be the same whether the vessel "hails" from Virginia Beach or Venice, Florida.
The author obtained the most recent Coast Guard raw data on documented vessels and review of
that current Coast Guard Documentation list reflects 8,810 documented recreational vessels
located at hailing ports in Virginia. The vast majority of those are located in Tidewater counties
and municipalities. 18
The significance of this exclusion in the data used here is obvious; in that the documented
vessels (those measuring 5 net tons or greater) are typically over 30', have standing headroom, a
galley (kitchen), head (bathroom) and sleeping accommodations. Vessels of this size actually
qualify as second homes and by virtue of their size and complexity, generate significantly greater
local spending than the more typical private watercraft registered in a locality.

18

Merchant Vessels of the United States (Raw Data File). Coast Guard Marine Safety Information System (MSIS)
database. The data reflects information on the vessel's use including "recreation", "fisheries", 'Bowater" etc.
March 31, 2001. NTIS. SUB-5436
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Conclusion
To public administrators, the uncertain trade-offs between revenues lost today by lowering or
eliminating personal property taxes on watercraft; compared to those potentially gained over
time by attracting more and larger watercraft with the associated economic activity is difficult to
quantify without the experiment.
Increasingly, the marine industry is attempting to negotiate lesser tax burden on clientele and
more uniformity in the watercraft tax structure, in order to stabilize its business climate locally
and position itself to share in growth of the larger boat market nationwide.
The arguments for "reforming" differential tax situation are almost uniform around the
Commonwealth and primarily relate to two classic questions surrounding the taxation of wealth:
they are 1) administration of the tax; and 2) fiscal prudence of the tax.
Boats of 26' and more are, by nature, transient and thus an inherent problem for taxing bodies.
They represent much the same challenges to revenue bodies as those associated with taxing
intangible property. Like intangible property, larger mobile vessels are difficult if not impossible
for local assessors to locate, if the owners do not wish to have them located. 19 Persons generally
have found that if they did not report intangible assets (such as stocks) no one would discover
them 2°. Similarly the movement of vessels out of a taxing district at prescribed tax rolls dates,
and various other modes of documentation and registry, can accomplish location decisions to
minimize tax.
Such behavior is not unique to recreational vessels. Because personal property tax levies are
local taxes, rates (and assessment standards) differ among various jurisdictions. As a
consequence, location decisions, particularly those within a metropolitan area, a river basin, or a
region such as Hampton Roads, are impacted.
In general, larger vessels are usually both more valuable and more mobile. Given the levels of
tax variability reflected above, owners of luxury vessels may readily minimize their tax burdens,
even within the same watershed. Of course with even larger, more valuable vessels, the
incentives become clearer still. For example, a used 50' Hatteras is valued in ABOS at a low
wholesale price of $616,000. Based upon existing methods, such a vessel would be taxed
significantly differently if assessed in the Middle Penirisula, compared to no property tax
assessment at a berth in Prince William County, Virginia. At a time when coastal marine
19

Complete enforcement is possible if the payment of the tax is made in conjunction with, or as a pre-requisite for
licensing. Potentially complicating this approach to local property taxation, however, is the fact that most navigable
waters are subject to state and national jurisdictions not local government. Similarly the registration of larger more
valuable watercraft (those 5 net tons and greater displacement) are subject of U. S. Coast Guard documentation
where only relatively limited use and administrative fees are currently collected. Finally, the larger vessels are often
of foreign registry and not subject to domestic property taxes.
20
The Virginia General Assembly exempted intangible personal property from taxation in 1984 by making the tax
rate zero. Intangible personal property includes stocks, bonds, money, accounts receivable, merchandise within a
Virginia foreign trade zone, inventory, computer application software, and tangible personal property used in
manufacturing (with the exceptions of the manufacture of machinery and tools, motor vehicles, delivery equipment,
trunk and feeder cables, studio equipment, and office furniture and equipment).
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business communities are striving to attract high-end luxury recreational vessels and mega yachts
for their acknowledged economic impacts in local area, value-based tax structures and local
variability may unknowingly create a non-competitive environment for the local marine industry.
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ATTACHMENT 1
To:

Commissioner of Revenue

Subject:

Virginia Watercraft Study

Date

5/29/01

Dear Sir or Madam,
The Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS) is developing a comprehensive boating infrastructure
needs assessment in conjunction with several Virginia agencies. In addition to recent surveys of coastal
marinas and boat owners a comparison of the personal property taxing methodologies currently used by
coastal localities on watercraft is being completed.
The information I recently obtained from your office by telephone on watercraft personal property tax
assessment methods and rates has already been very helpful. I learned enough in speaking with those of
you who actually complete the calculations, to realize that the various approaches of setting watercraft
values make valid ("apples to apples") comparisons of personal property taxes on watercraft a challenge.
Given this situation, it is hoped that you will further assist our efforts by completing the personal property
tax calculations for the examples of fictitious boats on the following page. Having each county calculate
the property tax using its methods will permit more reasonable comparisons to be made.

If you would be kind enough to figure the taxes based on your county' s individual guidelines it would be
greatly appreciated. Should you have any questions about the overall boating study or this request please
call me. If you would be kind enough to complete this information you can Fax it to 804-684-7161 or
return it to me by regular mail. Thank you for helping us in the boating study. If you would like to see the
results of the property tax comparisons please note that on the returned fax.

Sincerely,

Tom Murray, Marine Business Specialist
P.O.Box 1346
Rte. 1208 Greate Rd.
Gloucester Point, Virginia 23062
Telephone: 804-684-7190
Fax:804-684-7161
e-mail tjm@vims.edu
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Watercraft Property Tax Comparison Examples- 2001
1.

A 17 Foot ("Standard 17/RB") Boston Whaler Outboard

(Model Year 2000)
$

- - - - -- Assessed Value

2.

$_ _ _ __

Property Tax Due

A 24-Foot ("24 Walk Around") Well Craft Pleasure Craft
(Model Year 2000)

$_ _ __ _ Assessed Value

3.

$

Property Tax Due

A 30 Foot Commercial Workboat- Locally Built ''Deadrise" (Built Year 1985)

$_ _ _ _ _ _ _Assessed Value $_ _ _ _ _ _ Property Tax Due

4.

A 35 Foot ("Oceanis 352/cu Fiberglass diesel") Beneteau Sail Boat

(Model Year 1980)
$_ _ _ _ _ _Assessed Value $_ _ __ _Property Tax Due
5.

A 30Foot Bertram ("Moppie Convertible Fiberglass Diesel") (Model Year 1995)

$ _ _ _ _ _Assessed Value

$ _ _ _ _ _ Property Tax Due

6. 1995 Fiberglass 51 ' Hatteras Yacht "Model 50 Convertible, 2 Inboard Diesel Engines, 720 HP.

$ _ _ _ __

Assessed Value

$ _ _ _ _ _ Property Tax Due

Please list your County: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Any Comments: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ __ __
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If you would like a copy of the report, please indicate the best mailing address to
provide a copy to you when the study is completed in May. Thanks again for your
invaluable assistance.
Please return the form by fax to Tom Murray 804-684-7161 or mail to address below.

Thomas J. Murray
Marine Business Specialist
College of William & Mary
Virginia Institute of Marine Science
P.O. Box 1346
Gloucester Point, Virginia 23062
Phone: 804-684-7190
Fax: 804-684-7161
E-Mail: tjm@vims.edu
Courier Delivery: Route 1208, Greate Road, Gloucester Point, VA 23062
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